Laxative abuse, if unrecognised, can lead to unnecessary investigations in patients. Seven women spent an average of 127 days in hospital, and one of them had a laparotomy, before their complaints of abdominal pain, diarrhoea and weight loss were shown to be due to excessive use of laxatives. I De Wolff, de Haas and Verweij ' have published a method for the detection of the stimulant laxatives in urine and faeces. However, two of the laxatives they screen for, bisoxatin and oxyphenisation, are unavailable in the UK and a simple TLC method for the four stimulant laxatives which are available is described here. The stimulant laxatives detected are danthron, bisacodyl and its metabolite, phenolphthalein and rhein, the active moiety of the plant laxatives: senna, cascara and aloes.
70°C for 30 min. Cool, neutralise with 20 f.lL of hydrochloric acid (6 rnol/L) and make up to 10 mL with chloroform.
Rhein can be prepared from senna, aloes or cascara.:' Add 20 mg of senna to 20 mL of distilled water, heat in a boiling water bath for 15 min, cool, centrifuge and transfer the supernatant to a clean tube. Add 20 mL of 10% ferric chloride (FeCI 3 6H 2 0 ) solution and heat in a boiling water bath for 20 min. Add 1 mL of concentrated hydrochloric acid and continue heating for a further 20 min with periodic agitation. After cooling, extract with three 20 mL portions of diethyl ether, wash the combined ether fractions with water and dry with anhydrous sodium sulphate. Carefully evaporate the ether fraction to dryness. Either incubate overnight at room temperature or for 2 h at 60°C. For faecal samples no hydrolysis is required; a pea-sized piece of faeces is mashed in 4 mL of acetate buffer. To the prepared sample add 20 mL of extraction solvent and mix gently by rotation for 15 min. Centrifuge, transfer the organic layer to a clean tube and evaporate to dryness under a stream of air in a hot water bath (6D-95°C).
Materials and methods

REAGENTS
Acetate buffer: dissolve 150 g of sodium acetate. 3H 2 0 in 500 mL of distilled water, and adjust the pH to 5·0 with glacial acetic acid. The positions and colours of the laxatives after spraying with sodium hydroxide are given in Table 1 .
The sensitivity of the method was checked by giving volunteers a single tablet dose of the laxatives, and collecting a urine sample 12 h later. All the laxatives could be detected (bisacodyl detected as its metabolite) in urine from a single tablet dose.
